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Foreword 



This report describes the methods and procedures used for the 1996 National Postsecondary Student 
Aid Study (NPSAS:96). NPSAS:96 included important changes from previous NPSAS surveys 
(conducted in 1987, 1990, and 1993) in its sample design and collection of data. For example, the 
current study is the first to employ a single-stage institutional sampling design and to select a 
subsample of students for telephone interviews. It is also the first in the NPSAS series to take full 
advantage of extant data maintained in government data files. Even so, sufficient comparability in 
survey design and instrumentation was maintained to ensure that important comparisons with past 
NPSAS studies could be made. 

We hope that the information provided in this report will be useful to a wide range of interested 
readers. We also hope that the results reported in the forthcoming descriptive summary reports will 
encourage use of the NPSAS :96 data. We welcome recommendations for improving the format, 
content, and approach, so that future methodology reports will be more informative and useful. 

Mary Frase 

Acting Associate Commissioner 

Data Development and Longitudinal Studies Group 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction, Background, and Objectives 



This report describes methodological procedures and results for the 1995-96 National 
Postsecondary Student Aid Study (NPSAS:96). This study, which was preceded by a substantial 
field test, 1 was conducted for the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) of the U.S. 
Department of Education, by Research Triangle Institute (RTI), assisted by MPR Associates, Inc. 
and the National Association of Student Financial Aid Administrators (NASFAA), as principal 
subcontractors. 

This introductory chapter describes briefly the background, objectives, methodological 
issues, and products of NPSAS.96. In Chapter 2, study design and method are summarized. 
Descriptions and overall outcomes of the several stages of data collection are presented in 
Chapter 3. Chapter 4 presents evaluations of procedures used to collect information from 
institutions, students, and parents, and examines issues related to the quality of the data collected. 
Chapter 5 provides descriptions of data editing, coding, variable construction and other activities 
associated with producing study data files. The final chapter describes the analysis weight 
construction and identifies precision of study estimates. Materials used during the NPSAS:96 
survey, as well as other related supporting material, are provided as appendixes to the report and 
cited, where appropriate, in the text. 

1 .1 Background and Objectives of NPSAS 

NPSAS is a comprehensive nationwide study to determine how students and their 
families pay for postsecondary education, and to describe some demographic and other 
characteristics of those enrolled. The study is based on a nationally representative sample of all 
students enrolled in postsecondary education institutions, including undergraduate, graduate, and 
first-professional students. Students attending all types and levels of institutions are represented 
in the samples, including public and private for-profit and not-for-profit institutions, and from 
less-than-2-year institutions to 4-year colleges and universities. The study is designed to address 
the policy questions resulting from the rapid growth of financial aid programs and the succession 
of changes in financial aid program policies since 1986. The first study (NPSAS:87) was 
conducted during the 1986-87 school year; subsequently, NPSAS has been conducted triennially 
as NPSAS: 90, NPSAS:93, and the current NPSAS:96. Each study is designed to cover the July 1 
through June 30 financial aid award year. 



‘Research Triangle Institute, National Postsecondary Student Aid Study: 1 996-Field Test Methodology 
Report, (Working Paper No. 96-17). National Center for Education Statistics: Washington, DC; Author; July 1996. 
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A main objective of the study is to produce reliable national estimates of characteristics 
related to financial aid for postsecondary students. The data are part of the NCES comprehensive 
information on student financial aid and other characteristics of those enrolled in postsecondary 

education. The data focus on three general questions with important policy implications for 
financial aid programs: 

• How do students and their families finance postsecondary education? 

How does the process of financial aid work, in terms of both who applies and who 
receives aid? 



What are the effects of financial aid on students and their families? 

The first and third questions address the basic purpose of financial aid and provide one 
measure of the success of financial aid programs, including the underlying strategies of students 
and families in financing postsecondary education (e.g., Do students avoid socially desirable 
career paths because of the need to repay higher levels of debt?) The Beginning Postsecondary 
Students and Baccalaureate and Beyond longitudinal studies, for which NPSAS provides base 
year information, also address the third question. The second question addresses the actual 
implementation of student aid programs. The implementation of Federal financial aid programs 
is greatly influenced by decisions and practices of school financial aid offices and banks which 
have the primary responsibility for providing information to students and awarding the various 
types of aid; consequently, information is needed regarding the types and amounts of aid awards 
being made by institutions. 

1.2 Methodological Issues 

As described subsequently in Chapter 2, the NPSAS survey design is both large and 
complex. Data are collected from a very large and diverse set of respondents - over 950 
postsecondary institutions, 50,000 students, and 8,800 parents were selected for participation in 
NPSAS:96. A major methodological concern underlying NPSAS is designing a data collection 
system that has the flexibility to gather comprehensive financial data from the most appropriate 
source and concurrently provide some assurance of comparability in data collection for each 
element. Of the potential sources for NPSAS data-government data files, institutions, students, 

or parents-none alone can provide a complete and accurate summary of postsecondary education 
financing. 

Financial aid offices maintain accurate records of certain types of financial aid at that 
institution, but these records are not necessarily inclusive of all support and assistance. Such 
records may not contain financial aid provided at other institutions attended by the student and 
they cannot provide detailed information on sources of aid and educational financing other than 
those recorded by that financial aid office. (Two notable exceptions that are not maintained in 
many financial aid offices are employee benefits and graduate teaching or research 
assistantships.) Students and their parents are more likely than institutions to have a 
comprehensive picture of education financing, but may not have accurate memory or records of 
exact amounts and sources, which they may have earlier provided accurately to lending agencies 
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or aid providers (or clearinghouses), and which may exist in student financial aid records. 
Consequently, the NPSAS data requirements call for a survey design that builds a 
comprehensive and accurate understanding of postsecondary education financing from a number 
of different sources. To meet this challenge, NPSAS.96 relied on an integrated system of 
computer-assisted data capture instruments. 

Innovative methodological solutions that were applied to NPSAS:96 challenges were 
tested and refined during a substantial field test conducted during the 1994-95 school year on a 
separate independent sample of students and institutions. Results of the field test have been 
reported separately. 2 

1 .3 Special Features of WPSAS:96 

Although the general purposes of the NPSAS studies have remained quite consistent, all 
NPSAS implementations except the first also have served as the base year for a longitudinal 
study. For NPSAS :96 and NPSAS:90, the longitudinal cohort was comprised of students who 
began their postsecondary education during the NPSAS year. As in the past, the NPSAS. 96 
longitudinal cohort was over-sampled to support the subsequent longitudinal follow-up studies, 
the 1996 Beginning Postsecondary Students (BPS.96) survey series. 

In implementing three prior rounds of NPSAS and their associated field tests, NCES and 
its contractors have developed and refined a number of systems and methods to facilitate 
subsequent rounds. Consequently, in NPSAS:96, methods that had both proved successful and 
remained applicable to current study needs were generally maintained or refined. Like prior 
NPSAS implementations, however, the current study also attempted to take advantage of new 
technologies and to access newly available data sources toward improving study efficiency 
and/or the quality of data collected. The major new features of the NPSAS :96 study were: 

• enriching study data by obtaining, through electronic data interchange (EDI) with 
a Department of Education (ED) data system, financial data provided by federal 
aid applicants on the Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) and 
resulting Student Aid Report (SAR) - obtained for school years 1995-96 and 
1996-97; 

• enriching study data by obtaining, through EDI with the ED National Student 
Loan Data System (NSLDS) files, information available for loan recipients during 
the 1995-96 school year 3 ; 

• increasing precision of study estimates (at negligible cost) by eliminating the 
previously used first stage of student sampling (i.e., geographic area); 



2 Research Triangle Institute, July 1996, Op. Cit. 

3 As in prior NPSAS studies, financial data were also obtained for aid recipients through EDI with the ED 
Pell Grant Files. 
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• introducing cost efficiencies through a dynamic two phase sampling of students 
for telephone interview; and 

9 improving the quality of collected institutional data of record through an enhanced 
Computer Assisted Data Entry (CADE) procedure. 

NPSAS.96 also introduced procedures to broaden the base of postsecondary student types 
for whom telephone interview data could be collected. In past NPSAS implementations, no 
mechanism existed for contacting and collecting information by telephone from students with 
severe hearing impairments; however, NPSAS:96 included the use of Telephone Display for the 
Deaf (TDD) technology to facilitate telephone communications with such students. Also, in 
NPSAS:96, a separate Spanish translation interview was prepared for administration to students 
with insufficient English language proficiency to complete the interview in English or with only 
moderate translation of terms by a bilingual interviewer 4 . This was particularly useful with the 
students from sampled postsecondary institutions in Puerto Rico. 

1.4 Major NPSAS:96 Products 

By Spring 1998 the following products/reports will be available: 



• Profile of Undergraduates in the U.S. Postsecondary Education Institutions : 
1995-96 

Report describing the characteristics of undergraduates enrolled during 1995-96, 
including age, race, gender, income, financial aid receipt, community service, veteran status, and 
more, based on the 1996 National Postsecondary Student Aid Study. The report will include a 
special section on student employment. 

• Student Financing of Graduate and First-professional Education 1995-96 

Based on data from the 1996 NPSAS, this report will describe the characteristics of 
graduate and first-professional students enrolled during 1995-96, including age, race, gender, 
income, financial aid receipt, community service, veteran status, and more. Also, the report will 
describe those graduate and first-professional students who received financial aid, including 
grants, loans, and work-study from federal, state, institution, or other sources, by selected student 
characteristics. The report will include a section on the timing of graduate education - the 
number of years between finishing undergraduate work and beginning graduate study. 



English/Spanish bilingual interviewers were used in NPSAS:96 as in previous NPSAS studies to interview 
Spanish speaking sample members with limited English proficiency. 
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• Student Financing of Undergraduate Education, 1995-96 

This report will focus on undergraduate students, and examines how undergraduate 
students enrolled during 1995-96 financed their education. The report includes a section that 
explores undergraduate borrowing, including information from the National Student Loan Data 
System on cumulative borrowing. Other tables in the report will include information on total 
costs of attendance, the distribution of financial aid among students by type of institution, and the 
net cost of attendance. 

• NPSAS:96 Undergraduate and Graduate/First-professional Data Analysis 

Systems 

The Data Analysis System (DAS) is a Windows software application that provides public 
access to NCES survey data. Two DAS's have been created from the NPSAS:96 data - an 
undergraduate DAS and a graduate/first-professional DAS. With the DAS, users can generate 
tables of percentages, means, or correlation coefficients simply by choosing the DAS variables 
(based on survey questionnaire items) that they would like to appear in a table and indicating 
what function should be used. Contact Aurora D'Amico at 202-219-1365 to obtain a NPSAS:96 
DAS or one of the NPSAS:96 reports. 

• NPSAS. 96 Restricted Use Data Files 

The survey data files used in to create variables in the Data Analysis Systems, and the 
associated electronic codebooks and file documentation, are available to researchers who have 
obtained a restricted data license from NCES. Information on obtaining a restricted data license 
may be found in the NCES Field Restricted Use Data Procedures Manual, available from Cynthia 
Barton at 202-219-2199. Her e-mail address is Cynthia_Barton@ed.gov. 

Information on NPSAS:96 products is available from the NCES Website 
http://www.ed.gov/NCES/. 
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Chapter 2 

Design and Method of NPSAS:96 



The implementation of NPSAS:96 posed a number of operational challenges in both 
selecting samples and in subsequent phases of data collection. Perhaps the largest challenge 
was the need to complete complex, sequentially dependent operations in an overlapping 
manner, due to the time differential of when student sampling lists were made available from 
institutions. 1 

Considerable planning and development of operational controls were required. To meet 
the challenge, NPSAS:96 relied on an integrated system of computer assisted data capture 
approaches, including: (a) Electronic Data Interchange (EDI) with extant data bases, 

(b) Computer Assisted Data Entry (CADE), and (c) Computer Assisted Telephone 
Interviewing (CATI). The NPSAS Integrated Management System (IMS) provided the 
framework for articulating modules developed to record, abstract, or transfer data. Additional 
modules of the IMS facilitated editing of these data, loading data from one module to another 
(e.g., from the CADE record to the student CATI record), and preparing, daily reports of 
production and case management. Communication modules of the IMS provided the capability 
for transfer of data from the field to a central office and also for routine communication via 
electronic mail between all members of the project team. 

The several innovative methodological solutions that were applied to NPSAS:96 
challenges were refined during a substantial field test conducted during the 1994-95 school year 
on a separate independent sample of students and institutions. 2 

2.1 NPSAS:96 Target Population and Sampling Overview 

The basic features of the NPSAS:96 Sampling Plan and the samples realized therefrom 
are summarized in the following two sections. Greater detail is provided in Appendix A for the 
interested reader. 



'Final 1995-96 enrollment lists were available from some institutions as early as February, 1996; however, 
other institutions did not provide final lists until August, 1996. 

2 Research Triangle Institute, July 1996, op. cit. 
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